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CONSTITUTIONAL REVISION IN THE PHILIPPINES

The constitutional convention that convened in Manila on 1 June is the culminaticn of
years of growing Philippine sentiment favoring constitutional revision. The present constitu-
tion, drafted in 1935 by an assembly very much susceptible to the ""guidance” of American
authority, was subject to final approval by President Roosevelt. Following World War i1, the
constitution was amended at US insistence in the context of a complicated economic,
transitional arrangement to include provisions favoring American investment, Many Fili-
pinos understandably regard this constitution as a colonial document and, in their minds,
this alone necessitates the present constitutional convention,

There is, however, another factor far more important to the background of this
convention—popular disenchantment with the domestic political status quo. Since congress
in March 1967 first put the rnachinery for constitutional revision in motion, the prospect of
a convention has generated considerable enthusiasm and interest among moderate students,
the liberal activist wing of the Roman Catholic Church, the urban intelligentsia and, in
general, the Filipino middie class.

Such introspection and critical self-examination hopefully mark the start of a real step
away from the emotional Philippine conviction that the country's problems and weakness
derive from its colonial legacy and from its continuing “‘imperialistic’’ exploitation—a
colonial mentality that has hindered Filipino political development. Nevertheless, the
enthusiasm that has built up around the constitutional convention appears to be largely
naive and misplaced. There seems to be a widespread expecuation within reformist circles
that the ccnvention will prove to have an aimost mystical cathartic effect on Philippine
politics—an idea that by replacing one constitution with another the many flaws of the
political system can be erased.

In actuality, the failures of the system are not rooted in the existing constitution but
rather in the ingrained characteristics of Philippine society. Although the Philippines has the
trappings of democracy—free elections and the regular constitutional transfer of power—the
Filipino society and economy remain largely under the contro! of wealthy families, both
long pre-eminent and newly rich. With its deep roots in Philippine saciety, this oligarchical
establishment has nearly moropolized political life. Politicians are preoccupied with en-
suring that the benefits of office accrue to themselves and their families. Nepotism and the
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abuses associated with it are condoned if not demanded by social mores. |

| 25X6

| [Everything about the System acts to negate a sense of responsibility as regards
the national interest and the general welfare, and it is this, rather than a constitutional
problem, that is the basic obstacle to good government in the Philippines.
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Although the convention will serve as a sounding board for reformist views, the last
word on important decisions will be had by the political establishment and President Marcos
himself. The conservative, entrenched oligarchy will not stubbornly resist and defeat all
efforts at reform during the convention. On the contrary, consitutional reform has become
fashionable, and everyone is for it, including the establishment, although to different
extents and for different reasons. The convention may enact legal and technical reforms by
the score. It remains to be seel’, however, how much constitutional reform can do to alter
long-standing political patterns.

When Filipino reformers talk of change and reform, what they really want is the
development of a new breed of political leadership—politicians with a sense of integrity and
social conscience who will either transform or destroy the traditional political system. This
new leadership is not presently in sight, and will emerge more from an evolutionaiy process
than from constitution writing.

There are, of course, positive aspects to the convention. Within certain limits it is a
serious effort at self-correction. The process of revicion, however, could he far more
important than the end product. Throughout the discussion and debate that has already
taken place and will continue on the convention floor, Philippine leaders hopefully will gain
a better understanding of the social and political pressures building within Philippine society
and perhaps develop the beginnings of a social conscience.

It is difficult, however, to escape the conclusion that the exercise in constitutional
reform could result in more harm than good. in the enthusiasm surrounding the convention,
it has become common to hear public figures proclaim that the convention represents the
last opportunity for peaceful evolutionary change in the Philippines. Regardless of how ideal
a constitution the convention produces, however, Philippine politics are not going to be
transformed. The unrealistic hopes and expectations being generated by the convention
could turn into a backlash of disillusionment and a loss of faith in the system's capacity for
self-reform. In particular, if President Marcos’ actions confirm suspicions that he intends to
manipulate the constitutional convention into extending his term of office, popular reaction
will be skarp. Just how serious a backlash develops, however, will depend in large part on
what the convention does with regard to the future political ambitions of President Marcos
and his wife.

The Frincinal Issues: reform is inextricably bound up in the current
Marcos and the Presidency wave of popular revulsion against the Marcos
administration and the President’s apparent deter-
Presidential reform is the most publicized mination to continue in power.
issue the convention will tackle. It is also certain

to be the most politically significant and con- Anti-Marcos feeling has been rising sharply

troversial item, because sentiment for presidential since the 1969 presidential elections. In becoming
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the first Philippine president to win a second
term, Marcos resorted to coercion and corruption
on a grand scale. The landslide proportion of his
victory was not credible to the most naive ob-
server, and the misuse of public funds on his
behalf was a significant factor in bringing the
Philippine Government to the verge of bank-
ruptcy. This revelation of the enormous powers
that can be wielded by an incumbent president
acted as a catalyst on the reform movement and
greatly increased the impetus for constitutional
change. Since then, Marcos’ cynical and insensi-
tive handiing of student protest, the nation's con-
tinuing economic difficulties, and his generally
defensive and uncertain leadership have further
lessened his reputation. Recently Marcos has at-
tempted to improve his image by calling for a
‘*democratic revolution” and declaring war
against ''pressure groups’ and “‘oligarchies.” This
has been embarrassingly unconvincing. In regard
to the reform movement Marcos is suffering from
what, in popular terms, can only be cealled a
monumental credibility gap.

Much of the anti-Marcos feeling is being gen-
erated not within the reform movement but
within the Philippine political establishment. In
Manila the crescendo of anti-Marcos vituperation
in the establishment-controlled press is intense.
Marcos is finding himself increasingly a target as
he moves further into what is his final term under
the present constitution and as his opponents
redouble their efforts to prepare the way for
future victory for themselves. The Liberal Party,
enfeebled by infighting and eclipsed by the pow-
erful political machine Marcos has developed over
the past six years, now is making every effort to
construct new coalitions against the President.
Many of the senior members of his own Nacion-
alista Farty are themselves in open opposition or
engaged in secret conspiracies with the Liberais.
In response Marc»os is now completing a purge of
the Nacionalista leadership designed to remove or
neutralize all those not totally loyal, and es-
pecially those who might have presidential aspira-
tions of their own. in a country where party
affiliation has never meant much, the political

Special Report

establishment now seems to be split into two
general groups—those who support Marcos and
those, regardless of party label, who oppose him.

All of this has been enough to forge an
obvious if somewhat fragile common interest be-
tween reformers and politicians out of power.
They are agreed that the power of the presidency
has become too strong and could be leading to
the perpetuation of a Marcos '‘dynasty.” In the
ongoing public debate on presidential reform, a
broad consensus appears to have been reached
favoring a single six-year term without re-election,
as opposed to the present four-year term with
possible re-election to a second term. The anti-
Marcos opposition is insisting that the single-term
stipulation should apply to Marcos, thus making
him ineligible for re-election in the first presiden-
tial race under the new constitution. Aside from
getting rid of Marcos, reformists hope that a sin-
gle-term presidency in the future will limit the
attractiveness of the presidency, or at least the
damage an unscrupulous incumbent could do.
There is also a measure of public support for
barring close relatives of an incumbent president
from running for the office. This is patently
aimed at the first lady, Mrs. Imelda Marcos, an
ambitious, strong-willed woman, who, many Fili-
pinos fear, harbors ambitions to fellow her hus-
band in the presidency.

What started out as a nagging suspicion
among anti-Marcos forces that the President
would attempt to tailor the presidential ctause of
the new constitution to his own advantage has
turned into something approaching sullen cer-
tainty. Despite public denials of any interest in
the presidency following the expiration of his

term in 1973, Marcos

has made it clear that he is not reconciled to a
lame-duck role. Instead of seeing the constitu-
tional convention as the capstone of his career, he
appears to see it as an opportunity to gain further
time in office. in talks with convention de!egates
and confidants, Marcos has expressed his approval
and support for the six-year single term,.

[
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Despite his efforts to line up convention
delegates, however, it is by no means certai that
Marcos has decided on how hard to push his
preference to stay in office. He has not yet been
able to get a clear picture of how serious the
opposition to an extension of his tenure would
be. His decision may not be reached until he
assesses the showing of the candidates he backs in
next November's congressional elections.

Aside from the central question of presiden-
tial term, widespread public support has de-
veloped for limiting or removing some of the
specific powers of the executive. Under the
present constitution, a president of the Philip-
pines, less encumbered by effective checks and
balances than is a US president, can in many
instances act more arbitrarily. Without concur-
rence by congress, he can suspend the writ of
habeas corpus, declare martial law, and in limes
of national emergency exercise legislative power.
Reformers would like to remove or weaken such
powers. The president now has sweeping powers
of appointment at the national level. Reformers
would like to limit his authority in this area,
especially in regard to the judiciary, which in the
past has been subject to political control. The
financial powers of the presidency are another
major target. Under the present system, the presi-
dent personally controls and releases all public
funds. This has given the president enormous
coercive influence|

The

convention could act in this area by making cer-
tain appropriations, like those for the courts and
congress, automatic and by strengthening the
authority and autonomy of the auditor-general.

Finally, the convention is going to spend a
great deal of time discussing the question of

Special Report

decentralization. The Philippines is a unilary
state; jurisdiction over areas such as appointments
and licensing, even at the local level, is ultimately
exercised by the national executive. For some
time there has been strong reformist sentiment to
decentralize by allocating more authority and
responsibilities to provincial and local govern-
ments. After years of debate, discussion, and
some grandiose proposals, there are a few signs
that some of this enthusiasm is diminishing. An
awareness is growing that the delegation of power
to lower levels of government that are, in many
cases, controlled by provincial political machines
and vested interests would not necessarily be such
a progressive move. Although the convention will
probably institute some measure of decentraliza-
tion, it is unlikely to go so far as to move to a
federal or semifederal system.

President Marcos has not shown his hand on
these and other proposals to limit executive
power. He certainly is not against all of them and
could probably live with them all. His only obvi-
ous and immediate interest is the adoption of a
provision that will give him the opportunity to
stay in office.

Possible Structural Change: The Legislature

During the past several years civic and uni-
versity groups, scholars, politicians, and armchair
constitutional lawyers have been enthusiastically
encaged in studying and rewriting the Philippine
constitution. Filipinos have been inundated with
books and pamphlets suggesting drastic overhaul
of the governmental structure. The principal ef-
fect of all this debate and examination seems to
have been growing respect for the present con-
stitution, which is patterned basically on the US
model, and some realization of the dangers of
change for change's sake. The public consensus
for change now seems to have jelled along fairly
conservative lines, favoring fewer rather than
many sweeping changes. There is, however, one
substantial and rather questionable structural al-
teration that the convention may well make—a
move to a unicameral legislature. Early on, broad
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support developed among reformist elements in
favor of junking the Senate and creating a unitary

national assembly. |

Also, a lot of chic has been attached to uni-
cameralism as a more efficient and *‘progressive
system,'" especially within academic circles.
Nevertheless, a move to unicameralism remains a
dubious reform. The Senate, for all its corruption,
has occasionally served as a useful check on the
presidency; its abolition would clearly make life

easier for the executive./

Ironically, some of the strongest

proponents of unicameralism are also bitter
enemies of Marcos and advocates of a weakened
presidency. The fact that the President and his
wife are now actively lobbying for unicameralism
and the abolition of the Senate will occasion
second thoughts on the part of many reformists.
Given the broad support unicameralism presently
enjoys among convention delegates, however, its
adoption must be considered a strong probability.
There is also some talk about giving a unitary
national assembly the right to elect the president.
This is being put forward by some reformists as

the ‘‘final solution’ to |

Philippine presidential elections. A number of
delegates have also suggested having the presiden-
tial cabinet drawn from the ranks of the National
Assembly. Marcos himself is said to be interested
in such a mixed presidential-parliamentary system
because of the opportunities it would offer to
perpetuate himself in power. It now appears that
such a scheme will be his faliback position if he
encounters too much opposition to his efforts to
maintain a grip on the present presidential office.
On balance, it seems unlikely that either reform-
ists or politicians would dare to disenfranchise the
Filipino people by abolishing direct election of
the president. Marcos’ interest in the possibilities
of such a system, however, means that an attempt
toward this scheme can by no means be ruled out.

Special Report
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The Welfare State

One general topic sure to get a lot of pub-
licity and take up a large amount of the conwven-
tion's time is the question of how much and what
kind of social reform will be written into the new
constitution. For several years now there has been
widespread agitation for the incorporation of a
comprehensive social program in the new con-
stitution. Such a program would include universal
free education, health care, land reform, mini-
mum guaranteed wages—in short the entire reper-
toire of the fully developed social welfare state. A
number of reformers and politicians, most
notably former president Macapagal, are riding
this horse for all it is worth. It would be difficult
to find anyone opposed to such politically appeal-
ing programs and even more difficult to find the
money to pay for them. There is some realization,
however, that a constitutional document is not
the medium for formulating specitic social pro-
grams. Even the most sincere and altruistic con-
stitutional convention could come up with little
more than a statement of principle vaguely com-
mitting the Philippines to eventual achievement
of certain social objectives. Such a commitment
may be temporarily gratifying but could even-
tually add to discontent by raising expectations
that cannot be met.

The Role of Nationalism:
US Interests Directly at Stake

Although the bulk of the convention’s atten-
tion will be directed at the domestic issues dis-
cussed above, anti-US nationalism is still a force
in the Philippines and makes for good politics.
The convention could move in a number of areas
to complicate relations further between Manila
and Washington.

On the frequently troublesome issue of US
base rights, the outlook currently seems hopeful.
At present the question of the US military pres-
ence is attracting very little popular attention,
although this coulsd change overnight given a riew

- 11 June 1971
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incident involving a US serviceman. Recent
opinion polls have put the base issue near the
bottom of the list of topics the people want the
convention to tackle—another reflection of the
new, critical public focus on domestic politics.
Some convention delegates may generate con-
siderable sound and fury on the base issue, and
there will, in all likelihood, be proposals ranging
from immediate termination of US base rights to
demands for greater Philippine representation in
command arrangements and more favorable terms
in areas of criminal custody and jurisdiction.
Nevertheless, to what extent the convention in-
terjects itself into base questions witl largely be
up to President Marcos, who appears to want to
keep the issue out of the conventiun. Negotia-
tiuns between Manila and Washington for revision
of the base arrangement have been under way for
several months and are proceeding smoothly.
Marcos, who has never made any bones about his
desire to see the bases remain, now seems tc want
an agreement concluded quickly in order to pre-
vent or discourage the conv:ntion from meddling
in this emotional and potentially explosive area.

A much greater problem appears to be
shaping up in regard to possible convention de-
cisions on economic policy and especially the
question of US ‘parity” rights. In 1946 the
Philippine constitution—under US prompting—
was amended to allow Americans to acquire and
engage in the exploitation of natural resources
and the operation of pubiic utilities until
1974—privileges originally restricted to Philippine
nationals. “Farity’” has persisted as a symbol of
"US economic imperialism'’ and has been a major
fuel tor the fire of anti-US nationalism. Conven-
tion delegates are now “‘courageously’” demanding
that parity be written out of the constitution and
not extended beyond 1974. Despite such na-
tionalistic rhetoric designed for public consump-
tion, this has not been a real issue since at least
1965 when the US officially went on record as
not favoring an extension of parity rights. Parity,
itself, seems destined to die a natural death in
1974, thus depriving Filipino nationalists of one
of their favorite whipping boys.

Special Report

Very much at quesiion, however, is what
happens to the assets and operations acquired by
Arericans in the parity area between 1946 and
1974. The US has taken the position that such
“vested rights” do not terminate in 1974. The
Philippine Government has taken the opposite
position. Before 1974, it says, US investors will
have to reduce their equity share to 40 percent;
the balance will have to be sold to Filipinos. The
constitutional convention could, if it chose to do
so, have the last word. In addition to the central
question of vested parity rights, the convention
also will consider other measures that could
jeopardize American investments outside the
parity area. There is considerable popular demand
that the new constitution incorporate an eco-
nomic policy of ““Filipinization,’’ i.e., mandatory
increased participation of Filipinos in the manage-
ment, employment, or ownership of firms now
controlled by foreign interests. ‘“‘Filipinization" is
orimarily favored as a means of reducing Chinese
involvement in areas such as wholesale and retail
trade and credit, but it could conceivably affect
all foreign business operations, A measure of sup-
port has also heen expressed for the nationaliza-
tinn of entire industries such as oi! and telecom-
munications, both areas where there has been
considerable US investment.

The threat to US investment aside, such a
program of economic nationalism is bound to
have a damaging effect on an already shaky
Philippine economy. US cornmercial investment
in the Philippines, althaugh small in proportion to
total US overseas investment, is significant within
the Philippine economy. If the convention does
act tc eliminate vested parity rights, a consid-
erable chunk of available domestic capital will
probably be spent to buy already ~perating pro-
ductive facilities rather than invesied in new
areas. Greater production and new jobs desper-
ately needed in the Philippines will be sacrificed,
and chances of new foreign investment will be
further dimmed.

How far this fact will go in tempering the
convention's decision remains to be seen. For

~9- 11 June 1971
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President Marcos, who has not yet shown his
hand, economic nationalism represents a real
problem. Given the sobering experience of the
current Philippine balance-of-payrents problem,
his administration is in no mood to rock the
economic boat. Nevertheless, it cannot be auto-
matically assumed that the convention will be
swayed by such rational and pragmatic factors.
Even those politicians and convention delegates
fully aware of and concerned over the dangers of
moving against foreigr investment will find it
difficult to take a public stand against prevailing
nationalist sentiment. More to the real point,
Filipino economic nationalism has been and ve-
mains, to a large degree, a very convenient inven-
tion and tool of the Philippine establishment.
Wealthy Filipinos now are very much aware of
the buyer's market and fire-sale prices that will no
doubt resuit if American investment is forced
out: US divestiture is in their individual interest
over the short term, whether or not it is in the
national ecanomic interest. Unfortunately, sho:t-
term, individual interest is all too often the basis
for political decision in the Philippines.

Rising Philippine nationalism quickly spills
over into the realm of foreign policy. Although
there is relatively little support for neutralism, the
appearance of a more independent foreign pos-
ture would bz welcomed by many Filipinos.
There is also growing general interest in the de-
velopment of diplomatic ties with Communist
states. The recent round of ‘ping-pong diplo-
macy" in pariicular raised Philippine fears that
Manila, with its hitherto firm anti-Communist
line, is being left at the gate. As a result the
convention may well adopt a constitutional com-
mitment to peaceful relations with *‘all states’—
harmless enough measure that should please
nearly everyone. There has also been a lot of talk
favoiring the new constitution redefining Philip-
pine national territory to include Sabah, thus
reiterating Manila’s claim to the Malaysian state.
Given the improving relations between Kuala
Lumpur and Manila, it seems likely that President
Marcos will finesse this potentially disruptive
topic. Also in regard to Philippine national ter-
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ritory, Washington and Manila may be on another
at least minor collision course. The Philippine
Government appears determined to insert into the
new constitution its “archipelago theory.” This
would define as territorial waters all the sea area
bounded by the archipelago’s outermost islands.
This claim, which would restrict or prohibit non-
Filipino navigation, fishing, and seabed exploita-
tion in this extensive area, runs directly counter
to the US pusition on law of the sea.

The currently untroubled state of US-Philip-
pine relations could change abruptly. Philippine
nationalism, a genuine force in itself, is still
subject to manipulation by the elite for political
ends. During the Manila student demonstrations
in early 1970, for example, President Marcos
proved himself perfectly capable of using ‘‘red-
herring”’ nationalism to divert dissatisfaction with
him to the United States. Through overuse, how-
ever, it has become increasingly difficult for
Marcos to get away with this tactic. Also, given
the embattled political and economiz position of
the administration, the President is prusently
strongly inclined to seek and ensure himself of US
support. Nevertheless, a deliberate escalation of
nationalistic, anti-US rhetoric and actiop within
the convertion is possible if Marcos or other
establishment elements come to believe that by
such means their own self-serving objectives and
interests can be obscured.

The Convention Itself: Politics as Usual

The tack the convention will take in han-
dling the issues discussed above and the many
others it may take up cannot be divined at this
point. The convention will move slowly, runing
probably nine months to a year. The first weeks
are likely to be confined entirely to procedural
and organizational work. In preconvention meet-
ings and seminzrs, the delegates generally showed
a lack of concern in attending to crganizational
work. Little was accomplished, not even the
selection of a convention chzirman. The preoc-
cupation of Philippine political parties with the
November congressional elections suggests the
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convention will not get down to business for
some months. There will be plenty of time for
opposing forces to test the water and play things
by ear. One thing seems clear, however; during
the lengthy convention, the traditional rules of
rough and tumble Philippine politics will apply.
Convention delegates, mostly from rurai pro-
vincial areas, will be subjected to the persua:ive
talents of competing lobbies and interest groups,
cuurced, tempted with offers of money and posi-
tion and, in general, plied with wine, women, ind
song. Many issues are likely to be settledi in
Manila hotel rooms rather than on the convention
floor.

Vespite the hopes of many advocates of con-
stitutional reform, the convention fell into the
patterns of traditional Philippine politics when its
320 delegates were elec..ed last November. Given
the special nature of the election and the bad
taste lingering from the 1969 irregularities, the
campaign was heavily supervised and ostensibly
nonpartisan. Inevitably the election did not quite
live up to its billing. In the rural barrios, name
was far more important than constitutional issue,
and the “personal” endorsement of the local po-
litical boss determined many races. Most success-
ful candidates were iinked to the political parties
and vested interests of the establishment. The
largest bloc of winners, perhaps an outright
majority, was associated one way or another with
the Marcos machine. The Presidznt, however, did
not engage in overkill along the lines of 1969.
Enough genuine reformers, independents, and
political opponents of Marcos were elected to
qualify this election as reasonably honest by re-
cent standards. All in all, the convention make-up
mirrors the existing political situation. It reflects
not only the great strength of the Marcos machine
but also the growing unrest of students, intel-
ligentsia, and other reform elements—a vocal
minority that will make the convention some-
thing more than a Marcos puj pet show.

Since the elections last November, the Presi-

dent has maintained a low pubiic posture, deny-
ing any intention to intervene in the convention.

Special Report
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In private, however, he has been actively lobbying
among convention delegates, using all the vast
powers of persuasion at his disposal. Delegates
have been offered large sums of money, com-
mercial concessions, and free trips abroad. The
wherewithall for these ‘‘gifts’”’ comes from com-
mercial establishments dependent on presidential
goodwill and, in particular, Chinese businessmen
who are intimidated into donating to the Marcos
slush fund. Other less willing delegates have been
coerced through threats such as foreclosure of
bank loans, loss of jobs by family members, and
other methods tantamount to blackmail. By such
means, Marcos has obviously been able to pad his
delegate support.

Although Marcos has been actively trying to
influence the selection of a pliable convention
chairman, real power could lie in the convention’s
working committees—the level where Marcos’
numerical advantage is bound to pay off. In any
case, clear indications of the extent of Marcos’
control should emerge after the convention's
organizational structure develups and rules of
procedure are adopted.

The pace of the convention will probably
depend primarily on Marcos’ strategy in regard to
next November's senatorial and provincial elec-
tions. Marcos is attaching considerable im-
portance to these elections and may even be
tempted to engineer a margin of victory along
1969 lines. A big win for his slate would keep his
political machine strong and intact. More im-
portantly, it could be used by Marcos as a popular
mandate justifying his desire to remain in office.
Right now, however, the President is having some
difficulty in putting together a strong senatorial
slate. His purge of Nacionalista ranks has di-
minished the number of attractive potential can-
didates and those that remain are understandably
reluctant to run for an office that may very well
be abolished by the new constitution. It scems a
good possibility that Marcos will attempt o put
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off the convention’s resoiition of the presidency
issue and other important items until after the
November elections.

How effective the anti-Marcos opposition
van be in countering presidential manipulaticn of
the convention remains to be seen. Real coopera-
tion between opportunistic niliticians, reformers,
and the several genuine radicals among the dele-
gates will be difficult to achieve and even harder
to maintain. Aware that Marcos is eager to avoid
the impression of steam-rollering the convention,
the arti-Marcos forces will miss no opportunity to
accuc him of precisely that. Public charges of
presidential intcrvention, some based on fact,
others probably fabricated, are already a daily
occurrence in fanila. The anti-Marcos delegates
will no doubt attempt to orchestrate their efforts
on the convention floor with outside protest
demonstrations. Orchestration or not, there will
probably be plenty of action in the streets of
Manila during the coming year on the part of
both radicat groups seeking to disrupt the conven-
tion and moderates lobbying for reform.

Aside from simply embarrassing Marcos, the
opposition forces also hcpe to sway enough of his
support to turn events in their favor. The anti-
Marcos forces, who haii primarily from Manila
and other urban areas, as a group will comprise
the most skilled and sophisticated parliamen-
tarians in the convention. By contrast, many of
the pro-Marcos delegates are inexperienced
politicos from the provinces. Ther vulnerability
to articulate argument, parliamentary finesse, and
outside protests and pressure could conceivably
weaken Marcos' control. Most realistic observers,
however, believe that the President will neverthe-
less have the votes to control the convention—at
least on the issues e considers vital. How deter-
mined Marcos ic to use these votes to extend
himself in office, regardiess of the public uproar it
would cause, is a question he has not yet an-
swered himself.

Special Report
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The Stakes Involved

The real significance of the convention lies
in the effect it will have on the future develop-
ment of the Philippines as a stable and democratic
nation. In recent years the traditional Philippine
political process has come unuer criticism, and
the strains are beginning to show. Some establish-
rment members now accuse President Marcos of
threatening the system by his very success in
playing the game and by his refusal to share
wealth and power by stepping down gracefully.
This jealous complaint is somewhat justified, but
the real chailenge to the traditional political sys-
tem comes from a new dynamic of change and
unrest in Philippine society. Disaffection is cur-
rently ceritered in the student movement but is
also beginning to run through the liberal wing of
the church, the inteiligentsia, and the educated
middle class in general.

This new mood is still largely confined to

25X6

Manila and other urban areas. |

What is happening in Manila—the politi-
cal, educational, and cultural center of the Philip-
pines—is, however, far more pertinent than the
status quo situation that exists in much of the
rest of the country. The city has all the ingredi-
ents for unrest and rebellion—tremendous and
growing disparity between rich and poor, an eco-
nomically depressed and dissatisfied labor for:e,
and the general air of urban crisis shared by many
great cities. Most importantly, it has a university
student population of over 300,000, who believe
they are economically exploited (higher educa-
tion in the Philippines is largely private and
profitable). The current trend toward mass action
and confrontation politics, so alien to Philippine
tradition, is unlikely to be reversed. It has already
shaken the establishment, and future Philippine
Governments will have increasing difficulty in
coming to terms with Manila and its new asser-
tiveness. Marcos is the first president of the
Philippines to run into the fact that building a
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powerful political machine and the ability to con-
trol national elections are no longer enough to
govern comfortably and effectively.

In planning his moves in regard to the con-
vention, Marcos will have to cvaluate their cffect
on the student/reformist movement and the situa-
tion in Manila. Exactly how he assesses this prob-
lem and the constraints it places on him is
unclear, but there are disturbing signs that the
President, increasingly isolated and surroanded by
“yes' men, does not have a good appreciation of
the depth and nature of the popular disenchant-
ment with him. In the past, Mar-os has sought to
dismiss the student movement as simply a Com-

munist plot

In the final analysis he seems to have inter-
preted it mainly as a personal affront. There is
certainly little in his past record or current plans
to indicate that he sees growing student and re-
formist activism as expressive of sincerz and
potentially dangerous public dissatisfaction with
his and previous Philippine administrations.

During the past year Marco; has been care-
fully firming up his lines to tt 2 military and
assuring himself of its loyalty. He ..as told his top
military commanders and civilian advisers that he
will not hesitate to invoke martial law in Manila
or even suspenc the constitutional convention
should disruptive protest demonstrations break
out. Upon the President’s direction, a con-
tingency plan for military rule has been prepared
that includes the take-over of Manila’s mass media
establishment. This, of course, can be seen as
simple prudence on the part of a president deter-
mined to uphold order during the course of the
convention. More cynically, it can also be seen as
an indication that Marcos is determined to get
what he wants from the convention and is taking
the steps necessary to deal with anticipated
demonstrations in Manita. Reaction to a power
play by Marcos would be one of outrage, but,
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even though there is an air of rebellion in Manila,
a revolutionary situation does not exist. The stu-
dent movement, for all of its troublemaking po-
tential, remains immature, f-actious, and ideolog-
ically divided. Although an extended period of
running confrontation in the streets might well
result, the government should be able to maintain
control of the situation. In the aftermath, how-
ever, a far greater security problem might exist in
Manila than hitherto. Martial law and/or the sus-
pension of the convention would almost certainly
further radicalize the student movement, broaden
the base of violent opposition, and, in general,
present a golden opportunity to Communist agita-
tors and organizers.

Marcos might still decide against pushing his
ambitions to the point of provoking a period of
turmoil. He still has his options open, and there is
still time to display statesmanship by abandoning
his efforts to retain power. He might yet decide
that the presidency is not worth having under the
anticipated grim circumstances. Conversely, it is
by no means certain that the students and other
reform elements have the strength and determina-
tion to challenge effectively presidenitial manipu-
lation of the convention or make it necessary for
Marcos tu resort to repression.

Whatever the case, this much seems clear: at
a time when anti-Marcos feeling and popular
demand for reform are coalescing and recaching a
peak, the President is at the moment planning to
tailor the new constitution to his personal politi-
cal ambitions. If he successfully follows through
with these plans, there are bound to be adverse
implications for future Philippine political de-
velopment. Such a shabby ending to years of
enthusiasm for constitutional revision would go
far toward destroying moderate faith in the sys-
tem’s capacity for self-reform, place further
strains on the traditional Philippine political
process, and in all likelihood usher in a new and
uncertain period of sharpened popular disaffec-
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tion. [
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